asking about its social construction in and through everyday life. Endeavouring to acknowledge, both through theoretical and empirical work, the agency and competence of children of all ages, such social constructionist perspectives represent a challenge to our thinking about children and childhood for, by removing the determinist straitjacket of developmental 'age', emphasis has to be given to individual experiences. Thus, the universality of childhood and children's status can no longer be taken for granted and age can no longer be regarded as the overwhelming factor in determining what children can do and how we, as adults, think about children.
With respect to the operation of family law, and its realisation in a myriad of social policies concerning children and childhood that children themselves may encounter on a daily basis, this represents a considerable challenge since family law is based, overwhelmingly, on an assumption of the commonality that 'age' brings to children. It appears, for example, in assertions about what 'all ten-year-old children' are capable of or what might be expected of them. This view takes precedence, then, over any account being given to the diversities of social experience that might fragment the unity of those whom we regard as 'a group of ten-year-olds'. In addition, within different legal definitions, the age at which children may be held accountable or responsible for their actions, or up to which they need to be protected from various social evils, varies quite considerably. Thus, to challenge the idea that 'age' may not be the most important factor in making judgements about children's competence to express their wishes and feelings is to strike at some of the most fundamental aspects of the contemporary politics of British childhood (James and James, 2004) . It is also, however, to expose those politics to a more public gaze by exploring the influence of law and social policy over the way in which childhood is constructed, and the impact of this for children in terms of their lived everyday experiences as children. Drawing on data from recently completed research 1 into the constructions of childhood held by two professional groups working with children, this chapter provides empirical illustration of the importance of such a theoretical perspective for understanding children's rights.
